
U.S. GOVERNMENT PUBLISHING OFFICE

WASHINGTON : 48–685 PDF 2023 

OUT OF CONTROL: THE IMPACT OF WILDFIRES 
ON OUR POWER SECTOR AND THE ENVIRONMENT 

JOINT HEARING 
BEFORE THE  

SUBCOMMITTEE ON ENERGY 
AND THE  

SUBCOMMITTEE ON ENVIRONMENT AND CLIMATE 
CHANGE 

OF THE  

COMMITTEE ON ENERGY AND 
COMMERCE 

HOUSE OF REPRESENTATIVES 
ONE HUNDRED SIXTEENTH CONGRESS 

SECOND SESSION 

JANUARY 28, 2020 

Serial No. 116–91 

( 
Printed for the use of the Committee on Energy and Commerce 

govinfo.gov/committee/house-energy 
energycommerce.house.gov 



(II) 

COMMITTEE ON ENERGY AND COMMERCE 

FRANK PALLONE, J R., New Jersey 
Chairman 

BOBBY L. RUSH, Illinois 
ANNA G. ESHOO, California 
ELIOT L. ENGEL, New York 
DIANA D EGETTE, Colorado 
MIKE DOYLE, Pennsylvania 
JAN SCHAKOWSKY, Illinois 
G. K. BUTTERFIELD, North Carolina 
DORIS O. MATSUI, California 
KATHY CASTOR, Florida 
JOHN P. SARBANES, Maryland 
JERRY M CNERNEY, California 
PETER WELCH, Vermont 
BEN RAY LUJA´ N, New Mexico 
PAUL TONKO, New York 
YVETTE D. CLARKE, New York, Vice Chair 
DAVID LOEBSACK, Iowa 
KURT SCHRADER, Oregon 
JOSEPH P. KENNEDY III, Massachusetts 
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OUT OF CONTROL: THE IMPACT OF 
WILDFIRES ON OUR POWER SECTOR AND 
THE ENVIRONMENT 

TUESDAY, JANUARY 28, 2020 

HOUSE OF REPRESENTATIVES , 
SUBCOMMITTEE ON ENERGY  

JOINT WITH THE  
SUBCOMMITTEE ON ENVIRONMENT AND CLIMATE CHANGE , 

COMMITTEE ON ENERGY AND COMMERCE , 
Washington, DC. 

The subcommittees met, pursuant to call, at 10:01 a.m., in the 
John D. Dingell Room 2123, Rayburn House Office Building, Hon. 
Bobby L. Rush (chairman of the Subcommittee on Energy) pre-
siding. 

Members present: Representatives Rush, DeGette, Doyle, Matsui, 
Sarbanes, McNerney, Tonko, Clarke, Loebsack, Schrader, Kennedy, 
Ruiz, Peters, Dingell, Veasey, Kuster, Kelly, Barraga ´n, McEachin, 
Blunt Rochester, Soto, O’Halleran, Pallone (ex officio), Walden 
(subcommittee ranking member), Upton, Shimkus, Latta, Rodgers, 
McKinley, Kinzinger, Griffith, Johnson, Long, Bucshon, Flores, 
Mullin, Hudson, Walberg, Carter, and Duncan. 

Also present: Representatives Eshoo, Ca´rdenas, and Gianforte. 
Staff present: Jeffrey C. Carroll, Staff Director; Catherine 

Giliohann, FERG Detailee; Waverly Gordon, Deputy Chief Counsel; 
Tiffany Guarascio, Deputy Staff Director; Omar Guzman-Toro, Pol-
icy Analyst; Zach Kahan, Outreach and Member Service Coordi-
nator; Rick Kessler, Senior Advisor and Staff Directory, Energy 
and Environment; Brendan Larkin, Policy Coordinator; Jourdan 
Lewis, Policy Analyst; Elysa Montfort, Press Secretary; Joe Or-
lando, Staff Assistant; Lino Pena-Martinez, Staff Assistant; Alivia 
Roberts, Press Assistant; Nikki Roy, Policy Coordinator; Medha 
Surampudy, Professional Staff Member; Rebecca Tomilchik, Staff 
Assistant; Tuley Wright, Energy and Environment Policy Advisor; 
William Clutterbuck, Minority Staff Assistant; Jordan Davis, Mi-
nority Senior Advisor; Tyler Greenberg, Minority Staff Assistant; 
Peter Kielty, Minority General Counsel; Mary Martin, Minority 
Chief Counsel, Energy and Environment and Climate Change; 
Brandon Mooney, Minority Deputy Chief Counsel, Energy; 
Brannon Rains, Minority Legislative Clerk; and Peter Spencer, Mi-
nority Senior Professional Staff Member, Environment and Climate 
Change. 
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Mr. R USH [presiding]. The Subcommittee on Energy and the Sub-
committee on Environment and Climate Change will now come to 
order. 

The Chair now recognizes himself for 5 minutes for the purposes 
of an opening statement. 

OPENING STATEMENT OF HON. BOBBY L. RUSH, A REP-
RESENTATIVE IN CONGRESS FROM THE STATE OF ILLINOIS 

Good morning again. 
Today, the committee convenes for a joint subcommittee hearing 

to conduct oversight of an issue ravaging communities and plagu-
ing the environment. Fires often occur within the U.S. An average 
of 73,000 wildfires burn seven million acres of U.S. land each and 
every year. Though these fires are, in some cases, part of the 
healthy ecosystem, their destruction has devastated communities 
both here at home and around the world. 

For the Members of Congress present, there are representatives 
from each of these areas that have been recently hard hit by 
wildfires among you, including my colleagues from California, Or-
egon, Washington, and Colorado. I might add that we are also 
joined by a member of my staff who is here from Australia and 
whose community is still feeling the impact of recent wildfires in 
his nation. 

According to the Fourth National Climate Assessment, the an-
nual area burned in our nation’s western states alone could in-
crease two to six times the current areas by the middle of this cen-
tury. Factors contributing to this predicted uptick include climate 
change, urban development, poor vegetation management, and 
issues related to power lines. 

Last year, California experienced historically catastrophic fires 
resulting in a tragic loss of life and unimaginable destruction to 
homes and property. One-half of the causes of California’s most dis-
astrous fires are linked to electric utility infrastructure. High 
winds, in particular, blow nearby vegetation into power lines and 
aging electric infrastructure causes live wires to fall and igniting 
the fires. Since 2007, California regulators have permitted the use 
of public safety power shutoffs by electric utilities to prevent the 
ignition of wildfires during high-wind events. However, long-term 
solutions like microgrids and the hardening of our grid infrastruc-
ture are necessary considerations, as blackouts pose a risk to more 
and more populations and other ratepayers. 

I want to thank our witnesses for their participation in today’s 
hearing, and I look forward to identifying concrete solutions to 
these daunting problems. 

[The prepared statement of Mr. Rush follows:] 

PREPARED STATEMENT OF HON. BOBBY L. RUSH  

Good morning, today the Committee convenes for a joint subcommittee hearing 
to conduct oversight of an issue ravaging communities and plaguing the environ-
ment. 

Often occurring on our nation’s west coast, an average of 73,000 wildfires burn 
seven million acres of U.S. land each year. Though these fires are, in some cases, 
part of healthy ecosystems, their destruction has devastated communities, both 
here, at home, and around the world. 
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In this room alone, we have representation from areas recently hard hit by 
wildfires. This includes my colleagues from California, Oregon, Washington, and 
Colorado. Additionally, we are joined by a member of my staff from Australia whose 
community is still feeling the impact of recent wildfires. 

According to the Fourth National Climate Assessment, the annual area burned in 
our nation’s western states alone could increase two to six times the current average 
by mid-century. Factors contributing to this projected uptick include climate change, 
urban development, poor vegetation management, and issues related to power lines. 

Last year, California experienced historically catastrophic fires resulting in a trag-
ic loss of life and unthinkable destruction to homes and properties. Of the known 
causes of California’s most disastrous fires, one half are linked to electric utility in-
frastructure. High winds, in particular, blow nearby vegetation into power lines and 
snap aging electrical infrastructure causing live wires to fall and ignite fires. 

Since 2007, California regulators have permitted the use of Public Safety Power 
Shut-offs by electric utilities to prevent the ignition of wildfires during high wind 
events. However, long-term solutions, like microgrids and the hardening of our grid 
infrastructure, are necessary considerations as lengthy blackouts pose a risk to vul-
nerable populations and other ratepayers. 

I thank our witnesses for their participation in today’s hearing and look forward 
to identifying concrete solution to these daunting problems. And now, it is my dis-
trict honor to recognize, for the purposes of an opening statement, my friend from 
the great State of Michigan, With that, Mr. Upton. 

And now, it is my distinct honor to recognize for the purposes of 
an opening statement my friend from the great State of Michigan, 
Mr. Upton. 

OPENING STATEMENT OF HON. FRED UPTON, A REPRESENTA-
TIVE IN CONGRESS FROM THE STATE OF MICHIGAN 

Mr. U PTON. Well, thank you, my friend and chairman, for hold-
ing today’s joint hearing to examine the impact of the recent 
wildfires and certainly to discuss ways to improve forest manage-
ment and maintain electrical equipment to prevent fires and re-
duce risk to human health as well as to the environment. 

There are many of us that believe there is no question that the 
biggest driver of the recent wildfires is decades of mismanagement 
of our nation’s forests. Yes, climate change is, indeed, playing a 
role, but the evidence suggests that our direct impact to the land 
and the ways that we manage our forests has a lot to do with the 
situation that we are facing today. 

So, I plan to use today’s hearing to discuss what we can do to 
improve forest conditions, prevent sparks on electrical lines, re-
move brush and trees from utility corridors, and, yes, strengthen 
planning and preparedness at every level. 

Wildfires are not a new phenomenon. Before the pioneers settled 
in the West, wildfires were much more widespread and they 
burned many more acres than they burn today. However, today’s 
wildfires are burning hotter and with more intensity as a result of 
decades of fire suppression and the buildup of brush and dead 
trees. 

So, with population growth and urban sprawl, more people than 
ever before, especially in the West, are living in wilderness areas 
that are prone to wildfires. I look forward to hearing from our for-
estry experts, Dr. Collins and Dr. Davis, to expand on the trends 
influencing wildfires and share suggestions to improve forest condi-
tions that can reduce the risk of fires. There are many steps that 
we can take immediately, including the thinning of brush, pre-
scribed burns, and allowing some wildfires to run their course nat-
urally. 
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But, as we know from some of our prior hearings on wildfires, 
these issues are particularly acute in California and Oregon, which 
have both suffered devastating wildfires in recent years. So, I look 
forward to hearing from Mr. Johnson and Mr. Markham about 
what utilities can do to manage hazardous trees on their right-of- 
way and maintain their equipment to prevent sparks. 

I am also interested to learn more about how utilities can im-
prove preparation with more accurate forecasting, more proactive 
maintenance and tree clearing, more sensors and automated equip-
ment to improve visibility on their systems. There is a big role in 
technology here. So, we need to be thinking about how do we inno-
vate and drive these new ideas into practice. 

Members of this committee are also interested in gathering les-
sons learned on the regulatory side, especially at the state level. If 
there are permitting challenges that prevent utilities from clearing 
hazardous trees, we need to address them. Much of the focus of to-
day’s hearing will certainly be on California and the challenges 
that they are experiencing with their electric utilities. 

While the fires themselves are devastating, millions of residents 
in California also have been suffering through these public safety 
power shutoffs in an attempt to prevent wildfires from being start-
ed by electrical equipment during strong winds and dry weather. 
These blackouts have resulted in cascading effects, causing wide-
spread interruptions affecting public safety, health care, transpor-
tation, and other government services. 

These proactive blackouts are simply not sustainable. It is crazy 
to think about living in a modern society where one must con-
stantly worry about whether the lights are on or whether they can 
come back on, whether the freezer defrosts, let alone worry about 
whether 911 is going to work in an emergency. 

The bottom line is that we need to make sure that our utilities 
and government regulators are taking an all-hazards approach. 
Now more than ever, we should be focused on grid reliability and 
resilience. I believe that we should treat wildfires like severe 
weather and cyberattacks. We need to be more focused on those 
threats and make sure that we have the tools in place across the 
board to protect, respond, and recover from wildfires wherever they 
might occur. 

With that, I look forward to today’s testimony and continuing the 
conversation with colleagues on both sides about some legislative 
solutions. I would note that we have got a number of bills that ad-
dress grid reliability and pipeline security, which would strengthen 
the Department of Energy’s ability to respond to natural disasters 
like wildfires. So, let’s get these bills to the floor soon. They are but 
one of the many steps that we need to take. 

With that, I yield back. 
[The prepared statement of Mr. Upton follows:] 

PREPARED STATEMENT OF HON. FRED UPTON 

Thank you, Mr. Chairman, for holding today’s hearing to examine the impact of 
the recent wildfires and discuss ways to improve forest management and maintain 
electrical equipment to prevent fires and reduce risks to human health and the envi-
ronment. 

There is no question that the biggest driver of the recent wildfires is decades of 
mismanagement of our nation’s forests. Yes, climate change is playing a role, but 
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the evidence suggests that our direct impact to the land and the way we manage 
our forests has much more to do with the situation we are facing today. 

I plan to use today’s hearing to discuss what we can do to improve forest condi-
tions, prevent sparks on electrical lines, remove brush and trees from utility cor-
ridors, and strengthen planning and preparedness as the State and local level. 

Wildfires are not a new phenomenon. Before the pioneers settled the West, 
wildfires were much more widespread, and they burned many more acres than they 
burn today. However, today’s wildfires are burning hotter and with more intensity 
as a result of decades of fire suppression and the buildup of brush and dead trees. 

With population growth and urban sprawl, more people than ever before, espe-
cially in the West, are living in wilderness areas that are prone to wildfires. I look 
forward to hearing from our forestry experts, Dr. Collins and Dr. Davis, to expand 
on the trends influencing wildfires and share suggestions to improve forest condi-
tions and reduce the risk of fires. There are many steps we can take immediately— 
including thinning of brush, prescribed burns, and allowing some wildfires to run 
their course naturally. 

As we know from some of our prior hearings on wildfires, these issues are particu-
larly acute in California and Oregon, which have both suffered devastating wildfires 
in recent years. I look forward to hearing from Mr. Johnson and Mr. Markham 
about what utilities can do to manage hazard trees on their rights-of-way and main-
tain their equipment to prevent sparks. 

I am also interested to learn more about how utilities can improve preparation 
with more accurate forecasting, more proactive maintenance and tree clearing, and 
more sensors and automated equipment to improve visibility on their systems. 
There is a big role for technology here, so we need to be thinking about how to inno-
vate and drive these new ideas into practice. 

Members of this Committee are also interested to gather lessons-learned on the 
regulatory side, especially at the State level. If there are permitting challenges that 
prevents utilities from clearing hazard trees, we should address them. Much of the 
focus of today’s hearing will be on California, and the challenges they are experi-
encing with their electric utilities. 

While the fires themselves are devastating, millions of residents in California 
have also been suffering through ‘‘public safety power shutoffs’’ in attempt to pre-
vent wildfires from being started by electrical equipment during strong winds and 
dry weather. These blackouts have resulted in cascading effects, causing widespread 
interruptions affecting public safety, healthcare, transportation, and other govern-
ment services. 

These proactive blackouts are simply not sustainable. It is crazy to imagine living 
in a modern society where one must constantly worry about whether the lights are 
going to come on or whether the freezer defrost, let alone worry about whether 911 
is going to work in an emergency. 

The bottom line is that we need to make sure our utilities and government regu-
lators are taking an ‘‘all hazards’’ approach. Now, more than ever, we should be fo-
cused on grid reliability and resilience. I believe we should treat wildfires like se-
vere weather and cyber-attacks. We need to be laser focused on the threat, and 
make sure we have tools in place across the board to protect, respond, and recover 
to wildfires when they occur. 

With that, I look forward to today’s testimony and continuing the conversation 
with my colleagues about some legislative solutions. I would note that we have sev-
eral bills addressing grid reliability and pipeline security, which would strengthen 
the Department of Energy’s ability to respond to natural disasters like wildfires. I 
hope to get those bills to the floor soon, but they are one of many steps we can take. 

Thank you, I yield back. 

Mr. R USH . The gentleman yields back. The Chair now recognizes 
Mr. Tonko, who is the chairman of the Subcommittee on Environ-
ment and Climate Change. Mr. Tonko is recognized for 5 minutes. 

OPENING STATEMENT OF HON. PAUL TONKO, A REPRESENTA-
TIVE IN CONGRESS FROM THE STATE OF NEW YORK 

Mr. T ONKO . Thank you, Chairman Rush, and thank you to our 
witnesses for being here this morning. 

In recent years, we, unfortunately, have become accustomed to 
the destructive power of wildfires. The growing number of these 
disasters poses significant health, ecological, and fiscal risks. We 
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know the consequences of these fires can be devastating. But sim-
ply quenching them without addressing their root cause is incom-
plete and irresponsible. 

These dramatic increases in wildfires are a symptom of an ailing 
planet, and climate change is contributing to the growing severity 
of these fires. Across the country, climate change is raising tem-
peratures, exacerbating the drought, drying soil, and killing trees. 
These conditions prime the landscape for long, dangerous burns. 

In previous hearings, we have heard that our forests capture and 
store significant amounts of carbon, which can reduce climate pol-
lution and help meet emissions reduction goals. Wildfires reverse 
that benefit. Not only do fires generate harmful air pollution and 
smoke, causing tremendous public health challenges, they are turn-
ing forests, potential climate solutions as carbon sink, into sources 
of emissions. Simply put, climate change is worsening fires, which 
cause more climate damage. 

We also know that our wildfire response requires greater resil-
ience, adaptation, and planning. This is especially true in the con-
text of the power sector. Today, we will seek to understand what 
is necessary to design and operate an electricity system that is 
more resilient and acknowledges that fire poses a risk to, and can 
be caused by, our energy infrastructure. 

I hope we will hear more about the strategies being proposed to 
ensure high-risk areas can continue to have both safe and reliable 
service and we are enabling the investments in grid modernization 
and management necessary to, indeed, harden our systems. 

[The prepared statement of Mr. Tonko follows:] 

PREPARED STATEMENT OF HON. PAUL TONKO  

Thank you, Chairman Rush and thank you to our witnesses for being here this 
morning. 

In recent years, we unfortunately have become accustomed to the destructive 
power of wildfires. The growing number of these disasters poses significant health, 
ecological, and fiscal risks. 

We know the consequences of these fires can be devastating, but simply quench-
ing them without addressing their root cause is incomplete and irresponsible. 

These dramatic increases in wildfires are a symptom of an ailing planet, and cli-
mate change is contributing to the growing severity of these fires. 

Across the country, climate change is raising temperatures, exacerbating drought, 
drying soil, and killing trees. These conditions prime the landscape for long, dan-
gerous burns. 

In previous hearings, we have heard that our forests capture and store significant 
amounts of carbon, which can reduce climatepollution and help meet emissions re-
duction goals. Wildfires reverse that benefit. 

Not only do fires generate harmful air pollution and smoke, causing a tremendous 
public health challenges, they are turningforests—potential climate solutions as car-
bon sinks—into sources of emissions. 

Simply put, climate change is worsening fires, which cause more climate damage. 
We also know that our wildfire response requires greater resilience, adaptation, 

and planning. This is especially true in the context of the power sector. 
Today we will seek to understand what is necessary to design and operate an elec-

tricity system that is more resilient and acknowledges that fires pose a risk to— 
and can be caused by—our energy infrastructure. 

I hope we will hear more about the strategies being proposed to ensure high-risk 
areas can continue to have both safe and reliable service, and we are enabling the 
investments in grid modernization and management necessary to harden our sys-
tems. 
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With that, I will yield 1-minute of my remaining time to Mr. 
Cárdenas. 

Mr. C ÁRDENAS . Thank you, Chairman Tonko. 
First, I want to take a moment to thank the thousands of fire-

fighters and first responders throughout California and across the 
country who are on the front lines risking their lives to protect us 
from these devastating fires. 

These fires are all too common in my district and across the 
State and across the country. It is alarming how wildfires have 
grown in intensity, frequency, and ferocity in recent years. A big 
wildfire in California used to be maybe tens of thousands of acres, 
maybe or 100,000. Now we are talking a million acres or more. 
These wildfires threaten American lives, homes, property, and 
business. From January to October 2019, we had over 40,000 
wildfires that burned over 4.4 million acres. 

As we hold this hearing, Australia burns. Raging fires have 
swept across Australia, devastating land, property, and wildlife; 
and more than 30 people have been killed, over a billion animals 
have died, and more than 3,000 homes have been burned down. 

Ladies and gentlemen, we can do more, and one of the biggest 
contributors to this phenomenon is human activity. 

I yield back to Mr. Tonko. 
Mr. T ONKO . I now yield the remainder of my time to the gen-

tleman from California, Mr. McNerney. 
Mr. M CNERNEY . I thank the Chair. 
I requested today’s hearings in part because our current energy 

infrastructure in this country is not adequate to today’s challenge. 
Our energy grid serves as the backbone of our economy, touching 
every aspect of our lives. A reliable grid system is also crucial for 
our national security and for a clean energy future. 

Over the past few decades, a combination of actions at the fed-
eral and state levels have rendered our energy grid ill-prepared to 
withstand the physical impact of wildfires and other modern risks. 
This poses a major challenge, as wildfires and other extreme 
weather events are expected to continue to increase in severity due 
to climate change. 

But in order to secure utility wildfire resilience and encourage 
grid modernization, we, first need to understand if and when infra-
structure investment began to taper off and why. I also want to get 
a clear picture of what the Federal Government can and should do 
to prevent wildfires, including increasing investment in energy in-
frastructure and in the development of resilience and fire-pre-
venting standards at the state levels. 

I thank the witnesses for attending, and I yield back to the 
Chair. 

Mr. T ONKO . And with that, Mr. Chair, I yield back the remainder 
of my time. 

Mr. R USH . The gentleman yields back. The Chair now recognizes 
the gentleman from Illinois, Mr. Shimkus, and the ranking mem-
ber of the Subcommittee on Environment and Climate Change. 
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OPENING STATEMENT OF HON. JOHN SHIMKUS, A REP-
RESENTATIVE IN CONGRESS FROM THE STATE OF ILLINOIS 

Mr. S HIMKUS . Thank you, Mr. Chairman. 
Today’s hearing will review the risk and harms of wildfires and 

what may be done to address the risk. The general focus concerns 
the role of the electric power structure, which has been linked to 
destructive fires, especially in California in the recent years. 

Orienting our focus around the power sector should be useful for 
the subcommittees, both from energy and environment policy per-
spectives. It should help inform a better understanding of what it 
takes to reduce wildfire risk and improve the resiliency when wild-
fire risks are especially high—as has been the case in California 
and the Pacific Northwest for a number of years now. 

It also will help us focus on the future risk in a practical way. 
When we talk about addressing long-term climate risk, for exam-
ple, a big part of the discussion must involve what is needed to pro-
vide for adaptive capacity of communities to reduce, respond, and 
recover from the impacts of those risks. 

Part of the capacity involves ensuring the economic wherewithal 
of communities to respond to risk. Another part involves ensuring 
effective information and permitting for timely decisions that en-
able cost-effective, resilient infrastructure. Overall, adaptive capac-
ity is about flexibility to respond to risks, whatever they may be. 
I understand, for example, that one of the benefits of PG&E’s exer-
cise in communications and outreach during the power outages has 
been to better prepare the communication and response for cata-
strophic events like earthquakes. 

During the 115th Congress, I chaired two subcommittee hearings 
on wildfires. We examined the air quality impacts of wildfires with 
a focus on stakeholder perspectives. We also examined the mitiga-
tion and management strategies for reducing air quality risk from 
wildfire smoke. Generally, these strategies involve efforts to reduce 
the intensity and frequency of wildfires that threaten communities. 
The strategies also involve managing the inevitable smoke impacts, 
whether from wildfires or from what is known as prescribed burn-
ing. And they involve ensuring that effective actions are credited 
appropriately in air quality planning, air quality monitoring, and 
compliance activities, so states and localities are not punished for 
taking action that will improve public health. 

The EPA has issued guidance over the past year aiming to re-
duce penalties for prescribed burns and wildfires. This process re-
quires significant coordination, planning, and approvals. More may 
be done in terms of the agency recognizing large regional fire 
events that impact multiple states. It is bad enough for commu-
nities to experience choking wildfire smoke, but for states to be fur-
ther penalized for these exceptional events does not make sense. 

Today’s hearing should provide additional perspective to help un-
derstand the importance of these strategies to the larger goal of re-
ducing the harmful impacts of wildfires. Additional information on 
the value of preventative measures such as prescribed burns, me-
chanical thinning, and related practices would be useful today. 

Two of our witnesses today, Dr. Brandon Collins and Dr. An-
thony Davis, can talk about the value of these practices from their 



9 

fieldwork in California and the Pacific Northwest. And we welcome 
you here. 

During the past two wildfire hearings, we learned about the ex-
perience in the Eastern United States, which has a long culture of 
more active fire management than in the West. There are many 
reasons for this, some involving topography and other unique fac-
tors of the West, but the underlying fact is that more can be done 
today to reduce the risk. 

It will be useful to examine the measures most necessary to re-
spond to recover from wildfire events. For electric providers, the 
most pressing issues concern restoration of power or ensuring com-
munities have the electricity when they need it most, and increas-
ing their technological ability to ensure reliability during hazard 
events. 

For federal and state policymakers, there is also a need to ensure 
forests recover and are resilient to inevitable fire events and other 
hazards. Having basic facts on this can go a long way to improving 
our energy, environment, and public health policies. 

Let me welcome the panelists. I look forward to understanding 
the challenges and opportunities you face and what we can do to 
ensure our policies accommodate what is necessary to reduce the 
risk and ensure the adaptive capacity of communities going for-
ward. 

With that, Mr. Chairman, I yield back my time, and I thank you. 
[The prepared statement of Mr. Shimkus follow:] 

PREPARED STATEMENT OF HON. JOHN SHIMKUS  

Today’s hearing will review the risks and harms of wildfires and what may be 
done to address these risks. The general focus concerns the role of the electric power 
infrastructure, which has been linked to destructive fires, especially in California in 
recent years. 

Orienting our focus around the power sector should be useful for the Subcommit-
tees, both from the energy and environment policy perspectives. It should help in-
form a better understanding of what it takes to reduce wildfire risks and improve 
the resilience when wildfire risks are especially high—as has been the case in Cali-
fornia and the Pacific Northwest for a number of years now. 

It also should help us focus on future risks in a practical way. When we talk 
about addressing long term climate risks, for example, a big part of the discussion 
must involve what is needed to provide for the adaptive capacity of communities to 
reduce, respond, and recover from impacts of those risks. 

Part of this capacity involves ensuring the economic wherewithal of communities 
to respond to risks. Another part involves ensuring effective information and permit-
ting for timely decisions that enable for cost-effective, resilient infrastructure. 

Overall, adaptive capacity is about flexibility to respond to risks, whatever they 
may be. I understand, for example, that one of the benefits of the PG&E’s exercising 
the communications and outreach during its power outages has been to better pre-
pare the communication and response for catastrophic events like earthquakes. 

During the 115th Congress, I chaired two subcommittee hearings on wildfires. We 
examined the air quality impacts of wildfires, with a focus on stake holder perspec-
tives. We also examined the mitigation and management strategies for reducing air 
quality risks from wildfire smoke. 

Generally, these strategies involved efforts to reduce the intensity and frequency 
of wildfires that threaten communities. The strategies also involve managing the in-
evitable smoke impacts, whether from wildfires or from what is known as prescribed 
burning. And they involve ensuring that effective actions are credited appropriately 
in air quality planning, air quality monitoring, and compliance activities, so states 
and localities are not punished for taking action that will improve public health. 

The EPA has issued guidance over the past year aiming to reduce penalties for 
prescribed burns and wildfires, but this process requires significant coordination, 
planning and approvals. More may be done in terms of the agency recognizing large 
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regional fire events that impact multiple states. It’s bad enough for communities to 
experience choking wildfire smoke, but for states to be further penalized for these 
exceptional events does not make sense. 

Today’s hearing should provide additional perspective to help understand the im-
portance of these strategies to the larger goal of reducing the harmful impacts of 
wildfires. Additional information on the value of preventive measures such as pre-
scribed burns, mechanical thinning and related practices would be useful today. 

Two of our witnesses today, Dr. Brandon Collins and Dr. Anthony Davis, can talk 
about the value of these practices from their field work in California and the Pacific 
Northwest. 

During the past two wildfire hearings, we learned about the experience in the 
eastern United States which has a long culture of more active fire management 
than in the west. There are many reasons for this, some involving topography and 
other unique factors of the west, but the underlying fact is that more can be done 
today to reduce risks. 

It will also be useful to examine the measures most necessary to respond and re-
cover from wildfire events. For electric providers, the most pressing issues concern 
restoration of power (or ensuring communities have the electricity when they most 
need it) and increasing their technological ability to ensure reliability during hazard 
events. 

For federal and state policymakers there is also the need to ensure forests recover 
and are resilient to inevitable fire events and other hazards. Having basic facts on 
this can go a long way to improving our energy, environmental and public health 
policies. 

Let me welcome the panelists. I look forward to understanding the challenges and 
opportunities you face, and what we can do to ensure our policies accommodate 
what is necessary to reduce the risks and ensure adaptive capacity of communities 
going forward. 

Thank you. 

Mr. R USH . The gentleman yields back. The Chair now recognizes 
Mr. Pallone, the chairman of the full committee, for the purposes 
of an opening statement. Mr. Pallone is recognized for 5 minutes. 

OPENING STATEMENT OF HON. FRANK PALLONE, J R., A REP-
RESENTATIVE IN CONGRESS FROM THE STATE OF NEW JER-
SEY 

Mr. P ALLONE . Thank you, Chairman Rush. 
This is an important hearing today. And as we examine the im-

pact of wildfires on our energy infrastructure and the environment, 
wildfires are becoming more frequent and more dangerous and 
more destructive due to the impacts of climate change. And it is 
not only the United States that is affected by these fires. Cata-
strophic wildfires continue to rage in Australia, which has been the 
focus of media attention, and they claims lives and property and 
decimate unique wildlife and habitats. And the costs of these 
events are tremendous and they continue to rise. 

Mr. Chairman, I just wanted, if I could, to ask unanimous con-
sent to enter into the record an article in my local newspaper talk-
ing about how the types of wildfires that have raged in Australia 
could very well happen in my home State of New Jersey in the 
Pinelands, which is an area that in many ways has a similar phe-
nomena to the brush that has caught fire in Australia. 

And fire is, and has been, a part of the life cycle of many eco-
systems, but inadequate management coupled with the expansion 
of communities and infrastructures in the fire-prone areas has in-
creased fire risk. Failure to address these risks is contributing to 
more wildfires getting started, and when they do start, climate 
change, and the extended droughts and high temperatures associ-
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ated with it, results in fires that burn hotter over more extensive 
areas. 

Since the seventies, the average annual number of large wildfires 
in the Western United States has tripled and the area burned six 
times greater. Last year, nearly 50,000 wildfires burned nearly 4.6 
million acres throughout the United States, and these wildfires are 
particularly destructive in the Western States. And California has 
borne the brunt of the damage and devastation over the last sev-
eral years. 

While climate change is making wildfires more severe and more 
frequent, most wildfires in the United States are caused by human 
activity. The 2018 Camp Fire in California was the deadliest wild-
fire in nearly a century. It was started by transmission lines owned 
by PG&E. Clearly, electric utilities have to do more to ensure their 
systems are modernized and maintained to prevent sparking fires, 
and the safety of the communities they serve depends upon respon-
sible equipment management and maintenance. And when more 
drastic preventive measures must be taken, such as the planned 
power shutoffs that affected millions of PG&E customers last year, 
utilities must minimize the impact on customers in areas without 
power. 

We have to reduce fire risks associated with infrastructure lo-
cated in fire-prone areas. We have to do a better job of habitat 
management and we must address climate change to avoid ever- 
worsening droughts and elevated temperatures that intensify fires 
once they start. 

This is critical because the Fourth National Climate Assessment 
projects that the frequency of wildfires could increase by 25 percent 
and the number of very large fires could triple if we don’t act. The 
devastation and suffering caused by wildfires can only be curtailed 
by moving forward with an array of policies to accomplish these 
goals. There is no singular solution to the problem. 

[The prepared statement of Mr. Pallone follows:] 

PREPARED STATEMENT OF HON. FRANK PALLONE , JR. 

This is an important hearing today as we examine the impact of wildfires on our 
energy infrastructure and the environment. Wildfires are becoming more frequent, 
more dangerous, and more destructive due to the impacts of climate change. 

It is not only the United States that is affected by these fires. Catastrophic 
wildfires continue to rage in Australia, claiming lives and property and decimating 
unique wildlife and habitats. The costs of these events are tremendous, and they 
continue to rise. 

Fire is and has been part of the lifecycle of many ecosystems. But inadequate 
management, coupled with the expansion of communities and infrastructure into 
fire-prone areas, have increased fire risks. Failure to address these risks is contrib-
uting to more wildfires getting started. And when they do start, climate change— 
and the extended droughts and high temperatures associated with it—results in 
fires that burn hotter over more extensive areas. 

Since the 1970s, the average annual number of large wildfires in the western 
United States has tripled and the area burned is six times greater. Last year, nearly 
50,000 wildfires burned nearly 4.6 million acres throughout the United States. 
These wildfires are particularly destructive in the western states, and California 
has borne the brunt of the damage and devastation over the last several years. 

While climate change is making wildfires more severe and more frequent, most 
wildfires in the United States are caused by human activity. The 2018 Camp Fire 
in California was the deadliest wildfire in nearly a century. It was started by trans-
mission lines owned by PG&E. Clearly, electric utilities must do more to ensure 
their systems are modernized and maintained to prevent sparking wildfires. The 
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safety of the communities they serve depends upon responsible equipment manage-
ment and maintenance. And when more drastic preventive measures must be 
taken—such as the planned power shutoffs that affected millions of PG&E cus-
tomers last year—utilities must minimize the impact on customers in areas without 
power. 

We must reduce fire risks associated with infrastructure located in fire-prone 
areas. We must do a better job of habitat management. And we must address cli-
mate change to avoid ever-worsening droughts and elevated temperatures that in-
tensify fires once they start. This is critical because the Fourth National Climate 
Assessment projects that the frequency of wildfires could increase by 25 percent, 
and the number of very large fires could triple, if we don’t act. The devastation and 
suffering caused by wildfires can only be curtailed by moving forward with an array 
of policies to accomplish these goals—there is no singular solution to this problem. 

We must act. 

I would like to yield now at least a minute to Representative 
Matsui, and, if time remains after that, to Mr. Peters. And so, I 
yield now to Ms. Matsui. 

Ms. M ATSUI . Thank you, Mr. Chairman. 
I want to say, while the most recent and devastating wildfires 

have not occurred in my district, but above and around my district, 
we are getting the downwind effects of this devastation. Therefore, 
I want to highlight the risk my constituents face because of wildfire 
smoke containing harmful chemicals, like carbon monoxide, nitro-
gen dioxide, and dangerous levels of particulate matter. 

Today’s hearing can bring much-needed attention to this issue. 
It is our responsibility to press policy and industry experts for an-
swers to difficult questions about public health and safety, grid re-
liability, and in the face of rapidly-changing climate, how utilities 
are accounting for worsening natural disasters. We must take this 
opportunity today to demand accountability and push for answers 
as to how we can avoid past mistakes and plan for a safer future 
for our constituents. 

I look forward to hearing from our witnesses and constituents, 
and I yield the rest of the time to Mr. Peters. 

Mr. P ETERS. Thank you, Ms. Matsui and Mr. Pallone. 
There is a vicious feedback loop that exists between wildfires and 

climate change. So, you have these longer periods of drought 
caused by climate change that dry out trees and vegetation. That 
leads to more frequent, unpredictable, and intense wildfires. And 
then, that, in turn, leads to the release of heat-trapping carbon di-
oxide and black carbon back into the atmosphere, which perpet-
uates the cycle. And burned-out forests accelerate that cycle, as for-
ests lose almost all their capacity to sequester carbon. 

So, I want to know what Congress needs to do about this. And 
it is tempting to focus on the points of ignition, but what we see 
is, whether this is caused by a power line—and our electric utilities 
have to do better—or whether it is caused by a cigarette, the rea-
son these fires are so intense has to do with climate change. And 
I hope today’s hearing will illuminate how we should respond to 
that as Congress. 

And I appreciate the time and yield back. 
Mr. R USH . The gentleman yields back. 
The subcommittees have a unanimous consent request from the 

full committee chairman. Are there any objections? Seeing no objec-
tions, so ordered. 
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The Chair now recognizes Mr. Walden, who is the ranking mem-
ber of the full committee, for the purposes of his opening state-
ment. Mr. Walden, you are recognized for 5 minutes. 

OPENING STATEMENT OF HON. GREG WALDEN, A REPRESENT-
ATIVE IN CONGRESS FROM THE STATE OF OREGON 

Mr. W ALDEN . Well, thank you very much, Chairman Rush. We 
appreciate you and others holding this hearing jointly between the 
two subcommittees. 

I want to welcome Dr. Davis from Oregon State University, 
School of Forestry, and Dave Markham especially from central Or-
egon. And we will talk more about them coming up. We are glad 
you and the other panelists are here today. 

This is really an important topic, an important topic for those of 
us in the West. It is the third hearing. When I chaired this com-
mittee, we had two hearings on air quality and the effects of wild-
fire smoke on human health conditions. So, I am really appre-
ciative of the fact that we are continuing this sequence of hearings. 

When we last held a hearing on this topic in September of 2018, 
my home State of Oregon, for the second year in a row, was bat-
tling near-record wildfires. Communities in the district, my district, 
experienced some of the worse air quality in the world—in the 
world—while also suffering significant economic impact as tourists 
went elsewhere. Oregonians told me those with breathing disorders 
actually had to leave the State, go over to the Oregon coast, go 
somewhere else, to find air that they could breathe. Just two 
months after the hearing, California, tragically, suffered the fatal 
Camp Fire, devastating the town of Paradise. 

In the wake of that and other harmful events, California and Or-
egon have moved toward requiring utilities to strengthen emer-
gency plans, including de-energizing lines in areas of high risk. My 
hometown, serviced by PacifiCorp, was told this year we would be 
in that zone. If there is a problem, they will de-energize our entire 
town. 

This last year, we witnessed how this risk-reduction practice put 
two million people in the dark just as windstorms were threatening 
new wildfires. The news reports suggest this may become the norm 
in coming years. But we also know this strategy is not without neg-
ative consequences, especially for people who have special medical 
needs that may require electricity without interruption. Just think 
about that; somewhere along the way, your power goes down in 
your entire community and you are left trying to figure out how to 
breathe. 

Meanwhile, government red tape continues to stand in the way 
of common-sense hazard tree removal or grid safety improvements 
and utility rights-of-way. This is a fact. This is a fact. In fact, I 
have got a slide, if we could put it up on the screen here, Dave 
Markham of Central Electric Cooperative in Redmond provided for 
me. Central Electric’s service territory is 56 percent on federal 
land. This is partially a federal land management problem, and I 
know he will speak to these challenges later. But he gave me this 
photo. It is behind us. I don’t know if we can put it on the side 
screens or not. 
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Last April, Central Electric applied to move this power pole—you 
see it in the distance, an aged power pole—20 feet, 20 feet, so they 
could mitigate against the threat of wildfire. That was in April. 
The new location would be safer, it would be more accessible. The 
Forest Service didn’t get around to that application until October, 
seven months later. By then, it was too late in the work year to 
go move one pole—one pole. 

This is why we have got to reform the federal rules and laws 
that prevent utilities from doing what they know needs to be done 
to protect our great national forests and the communities around 
them. Delays in this sort of maintenance efforts can have deadly 
consequences, especially when combined with our poorly-managed 
federal forests that, frankly, are overstocked and waiting to burn. 

While climate change plays a role—and it does, and it has ex-
tended the fire season in the West by upwards of 30 days, accord-
ing to some researchers—the evidence remains overwhelming that 
increasingly-intense fire seasons are also driven by the way we 
have managed or mismanaged or not managed our federal 
forestlands. They are overstocked with trees. 

For example, OSU Forestry Professor John Bailey testified before 
this committee two years ago that tree stand densities in the driest 
areas of my district would naturally be as low as 20 trees per acre. 
That is what Nature had planned. That is how it used to be. Then, 
we suppressed fire. We did all these other things. Those forests 
today have upwards of a thousand trees per acre, not 20 as Nature 
intended, but because man has interfered, we have upwards of a 
thousand. Think about that for a minute. And so, when fire strikes, 
that excess ends up as smoke and carbon in our atmosphere. 

We know the Forest Service and EPA have data that, in 2015, 
in my State of Oregon, we burned 685,000 acres. That emitted the 
equivalent of emissions for three million cars or three and a half 
coal plants. Nationwide, since 2015, we have burned 39 million 
acres in the United States, following the same pattern that would 
be emissions roughly equivalent to 170 million cars or nearly 200 
power plants. 

Taking sensible steps to improve NEPA and increase the pace 
and scale of forest management activities, and thin our forests, and 
then, go back and keep thinning them—it is not a once and done— 
would be a win for climate; it would be a win for our communities, 
and it would be a win for public safety. 

A 2014 study by the U.S. Forest Service, Sierra Nevada Conser-
vancy, and Nature Conservancy found that fuel treatment projects 
can reduce the size and intensity of fire between 30 and 76 percent. 
That treatment also helps reduce carbon emissions from these fires 
by up to 85 percent. We need to do more active management. We 
have legislation to do that. 

And I would also love to hear in the end from our scientists 
about the emissions that come from post-fire debris, because I am 
told by some in the Forest Service that can be upwards of 75 per-
cent of the carbon emissions come from the decay of the debris that 
is left after a fire and not cleaned up. 

Mr. Chairman, you have been most generous. My time has ex-
pired, and I yield back. 

[The prepared statement of Mr. Walden follows:] 
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PREPARED STATEMENT OF HON. GREG WALDEN  

Today’s joint subcommittee hearing on wildfire impacts returns to an important 
topic for the Committee-and vitally important for tens of millions of people, espe-
cially Oregonians, Californians, and those across the West who have been experi-
encing massive devastation from these catastrophic fires. 

When we last held a hearing on this topic in September 2018, my home state of 
Oregon for the second year in a row was battling near record wildfires. Commu-
nities in my district experienced some of the worst air quality in the world, while 
also suffering significant economic impact as tourists went elsewhere. 

Just two months after the hearing, California suffered the tragically fatal Camp 
Fire, devastating the town of Paradise. 

In the wake of that and other harmful events, California and Oregon have moved 
toward requiring utilities to strengthen emergency plans, including de-energizing 
lines in areas of high risk. 

This past year we witnessed how this risk reduction practice put two million peo-
ple in the dark just as windstorms were threatening new wildfires. And news re-
ports suggest this may become the norm in coming years. But we also know this 
strategy is not without negative consequences for people who have special medical 
needs that require electricity without interruption. 

Meanwhile, government red tape continues to stand in the way of common-sense 
hazard tree removal or grid safety improvements in utility right of ways. 

We’re joined today by Dave Markham of Central Electric Cooperative in Redmond 
Oregon. Central Electric’s service territory is 56 percent on federal land. I know he’ll 
speak to the challenges that presents later, but I want to share this photo he 
showed me earlier. 

Last year Central Electric applied to move the power pole in this photo 20 feet 
to mitigate against wildfire. The new location would be safer and more accessible. 
The Forest Service didn’t get to their application until October, and then Central 
Electric missed the short window to move the pole. 

Delays in these sorts of maintenance efforts can have deadly consequences, espe-
cially when combined with our poorly managed federal forests waiting to burn. 
Something has to change. 

While climate plays a role, I think the evidence remains overwhelming that in-
creasingly intense fires seasons are driven by the decades of poor management that 
has left our federal forests overstocked with trees. 

For example, OSU forestry professor John Bailey testified before us two years ago 
that tree stand densities in the driest areas of eastern Oregon would naturally be 
as low as 20 trees per acre, but those forests today could have upwards of a thou-
sand trees per acre. Think about that for a minute—20 trees versus 1,000 trees. 

When fire strikes, that excess ends up as smoke and carbon in our atmosphere. 
We know from Forest Service and EPA data that in 2015 in Oregon we burned 
685,000 acres, which emitted the equivalent of three million cars, or 3.5 coal fired 
plants. 

Nationwide since 2015, we’ve burned 39 million acres. Following the same pattern 
that would be emissions roughly equal to 170 million cars or 199 coal fired plants. 

Taking sensible steps to improve NEPA and increase the pace and scale of forest 
management activities that thin out our forests is a win for our forests, the climate, 
and the health of our communities and citizens. 

A 2014 study by the U.S. Forest Service, the Sierra Nevada Conservancy, and The 
Nature Conservancy found that fuel treatment projects can reduce the size and in-
tensity of fire between 30 and 76 percent. 

Treatment also helps reduce carbon emissions from these fires by up to 85 per-
cent. This is among the reasons why the UN’s climate panel recommends forest 
management as a key tool for addressing climate risks. 

The good news is, we have measures like the Resilient Federal Forests Act that 
we can enact right now, this year to help propel smarter forest management prac-
tices, reduce the risk of wildfire and ensure that we clean up after fires and replant 
our forests for future generations. 

Rather than pursue grand climate schemes that cannot become law, we should 
focus this Congress on practical measures, like forest management where we have 
made some bipartisan progress in recent years, but plenty of meaningful work re-
mains. 

Turning back to energy infrastructure, we should look also look today at tech-
nology and practices that can reduce inherent risks in the power sector and increase 
reliability and resilience during fire emergencies. 

Our panel offers an array of experience that can help work through core issues 
like fire management, resilience, the intersection of our electric infrastructure with 



16 

fire risks and public safety, the prospects of advancing technology to minimize risks, 
and to more rapidly respond and recover from wildfires. 

I look forward to your insights. 

Mr. R USH . The gentleman yields back. 
The Chair would like to remind Members that, pursuant to com-

mittee rules, all Members’ written opening statements shall be 
made part of the record. 

Now I would like to welcome our witnesses for today’s hearing. 
Our witnesses are Mr. William Johnson, who is CEO and President 
of PG&E Corporation; Mr. John MacWilliams, Senior Fellow, the 
Center on Global Energy Policy at Columbia University; Dr. An-
thony Davis, the Interim Dean of College of Forestry at Oregon 
State University; Dr. Brandon Collins, Research Scientist, the Cen-
ter for Fire Research and Outreach, Berkeley Forests, University 
of California at Berkeley, and Dr. David Markham, President and 
CEO of the Central Electric Cooperative, Incorporated. 

I want to thank each of you for joining us today. We look forward 
to your testimony. 

But, before we begin, I would like to explain the lighting system. 
In front of you is a series of lights. The light will initially be green. 
The light will turn yellow when you have 1-minute remaining. 
Please begin to wrap up your testimony at that point. The light 
will turn red when your time expires. Thank you very much. 

Mr. Johnson, you are recognized now for 5 minutes. 

STATEMENTS OF WILLIAM D. JOHNSON, CEO AND PRESIDENT, 
PG&E CORPORATION; JOHN J. MACWILLIAMS, SENIOR FEL-
LOW, CENTER ON GLOBAL ENERGY POLICY, COLUMBIA UNI-
VERSITY; ANTHONY S. DAVIS, Ph.D., INTERIM DEAN, COL-
LEGE OF FORESTRY, OREGON STATE UNIVERSITY; BRAN-
DON M. COLLINS Ph.D, RESEARCH SCIENTIST, CENTER FOR 
FIRE RESEARCH AND OUTREACH, BERKELEY FORESTS, UNI-
VERSITY OF CALIFORNIA, BERKELEY, AND DAVID MARK-
HAM, PRESIDENT AND CEO, CENTRAL ELECTRIC COOPERA-
TIVE, INCORPORATED 

STATEMENT OF WILLIAM D. JOHNSON 

Mr. J OHNSON . Good morning. Thank you, Mr. Chair. 
I am Bill Johnson, the CEO and President of PG&E Corporation. 
I appreciate the committee’s interest in wildfire impacts and re-

silience and commend the California delegation for their engage-
ment on this topic, because California is, indeed, ground zero for 
these issues, having had the State’s most destructive and deadly 
wildfires in its history in 2017 and 2018. And PG&E equipment 
played a significant role in several of these fatal fires, for which we 
are deeply sorry. And we are taking action to help those commu-
nities rebuild and recover and to prevent events like this from ever 
happening again. 

But, as we have heard this morning, this is not an issue limited 
to California. It is an issue across this nation, and recent events 
in Australia indicate it is a global problem. 

PG&E is addressing the wildfire challenge comprehensively and 
increasing the resilience of our system. We are intensely focused on 
safety for our customers, our communities, our workforce, and pro-
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viding our customers with the reliable, affordable, and clean energy 
they expect and deserve. But we also know this: climate change 
will continue to increase the intensity of the environmental condi-
tions contributing to wildfire and other risks. 

Just seven years ago, about 15 percent of PG&E’s service area 
was designated as having an elevated fire risk. Today, that number 
is over 50 percent and is growing. In other words, the risk has 
more than tripled in under a decade. 

In response, and through utilizing best practices and lessons 
learned from our peers like San Diego Gas & Electric and Southern 
California Edison, PG&E is implementing a comprehensive wildfire 
safety plan that addresses ignition risk drivers and the con-
sequences of those ignitions from electric infrastructure. 

Last year, we inspected every element of our electric system 
within the high fire threat districts, examining almost 25 million 
components in only four months, and repaired any safety condi-
tions we found on a priority basis. We are bolstering situational 
awareness and emergency response by deploying weather stations, 
high-definition cameras, as well as using satellite data and mod-
eling techniques to predict wildfire spread and behavior. We are 
hardening our system in the areas where the fire threat is highest 
by installing stronger and more resilient poles and covered power 
lines, as well as undergrounding. And we are increasing vegetation 
management in high-risk areas, incorporating analytical and pre-
dictive capabilities, and expanding the scope and intrusiveness of 
our inspection process. 

But we are also turning off power for safety during severe wind 
events, which has significant impacts for vulnerable customers, 
critical infrastructure, and first responders. Now this plan is work-
ing in reducing the risk of catastrophic fires. Last year, there was 
no loss of life from PG&E electric infrastructure due to fire. 

But shutting off power is not the way we want to serve our cus-
tomers. It creates its own set of safety risks and customer impacts. 
So, before the next wildfire season begins, we will improve the exe-
cution of these events, narrow their scope, and shorten their dura-
tion. We are deploying customer-centric solutions such as 
microgrids and resilient zones to mitigate the impact of the power 
shutoffs. And ultimately, all of these efforts will increase grid resil-
ience to any hazard. 

As we go about this work, we will continue to seek and collabo-
rate with external partners, including those at the federal level. We 
believe that Congress can help reduce the wildfire threat and in-
crease overall grid and climate resilience through actions that in-
clude enacting a market-based, economy wide climate policy that 
encourages innovation in both carbon mitigation and adaptation 
technologies; by directing the Energy Department to develop a 
framework and process for cost-benefit analyses of resilience invest-
ments; by increasing eligibility and funding for energy assistance 
and community resilience programs to offset cost to low-income 
customers, and support research and development of new tech-
nologies and forward-looking climate data. 

Specific to addressing the wildfire threat, we believe the federal 
government should continue its efforts to fund forest management 
and fire suppression activities; implement the forest and vegetation 
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management legislation advanced by Congressmen Schrader and 
LaMalfa; ensure access to federal lands for prevention and re-
sponse; incentivize pre-disaster mitigation planning and build 
greater resilience for our infrastructure in communities, and au-
thorize federal agencies to share satellite data for wildfire detec-
tion. 

PG&E is urgently addressing the wildfire threat and increasing 
the resilience of our systems. We appreciate Congress’ partnership 
in that effort. 

Thank you. 
[The prepared statement of Mr. Johnson follows:] 
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Mr. R USH . I want to thank you. 
The Chair now recognizes Mr. John MacWilliams for 5 minutes 

for the purposes of an opening statement. 

STATEMENT OF JOHN J M ACWILLIAMS 

Mr. M ACWILLIAMS . Thank you, Chairman Rush and Chairman 
Tonko, Ranking Members Upton and Shimkus, for the invitation to 
testify today. 

I am John MacWilliams. I am a Senior Fellow at Columbia Uni-
versity’s Center on Global Energy Policy. 

The California wildfires and resulting bankruptcy of one of the 
nation’s leading utilities are important as a case study for how we 
are going to appropriately allocate the inevitable, enormous, and 
increasing costs of climate change to our nation’s critical infrastruc-
ture among numerous stakeholders, including ratepayers, inves-
tors, and federal and state taxpayers. 

In August 2019, the Center on Global Energy Policy published a 
research paper, ‘‘PG&E: Market and Policy Perspectives on the 
First Climate Change Bankruptcy’’. In that paper, my coauthors, 
Sarah La Monaca and James Kobus, who are here with me today, 
and I noted that climate change played a material role in the 
wildfires and PG&E’s subsequent bankruptcy. And this is because 
climate change has created conditions in California and elsewhere 
that make fires more intense, more damaging, and more likely to 
occur. 

Now, the scientific literature almost universally projects signifi-
cant climate change-driven increases in wildfire activity and inten-
sity across the United States. The United States Government’s 
Fourth National Climate Assessment notes that, ‘‘by the middle of 
this century, the annual area burned in the Western United States 
could increase from two to six times from the present’’. 

Wildfires pose a major threat to reliable electricity service. While 
the fires themselves can disrupt electricity service, a new and 
emerging trend has further underscored this problem, which has 
been discussed, preventative power shutoffs that have affected mil-
lions of customers. These events highlight the escalating costs and 
the difficulty of providing reliable electricity service in a country 
that is rapidly becoming more vulnerable to the negative effects of 
climate change. The bottom line is that, if customers are going to 
continue to demand the near 100 percent reliability of electric serv-
ice that they have become accustomed to, large infrastructure in-
vestment will be required to modernize the grid to make it more 
resilient. 

We have seen the potential damages from wildfires may be large 
enough to threaten the financial viability of the utilities, but, in 
any event, they will materially increase the cost to utility sector 
stakeholders, drive up electricity rates, and importantly, crowd out 
essential investment in renewable energy and grid upgrades. 

So, what should the federal government do? First and foremost, 
Congress should focus on the broad impact of climate change and 
the effect it is going to have, is having on our environment, our 
people, and on our economy. And the California wildfires are just 
a vivid example of the devastation that climate change will increas-
ingly bring. We are encouraged by the efforts of this committee to 
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bring together public and private sector leaders to address climate 
change and U.S. greenhouse gas emissions, including the CLEAN 
Future Act Framework. 

Second, challenges of this magnitude can’t be solved without 
large amounts of private sector investment, and Congress should 
examine ways to encourage such capital flows. One mechanism 
that my former colleagues at the Department of Energy and I have 
advocated in the past is the creation of a national infrastructure 
bank. Given the magnitude of these challenges, I would strongly 
encourage Congress to take a fresh look at this possibility. The re-
cent proposal to create a National Climate Bank is a positive step 
in this direction. 

Third, FERC could incentivize greater fire prevention and grid 
hardening. It has utilized specialized profit incentives and acceler-
ated cost recovery mechanisms in the past, and such mechanisms 
could be used to provide incentives for utility companies to 
prioritize resiliency and fire prevention. 

And finally, Congress should support increased research, devel-
opment, demonstration, and deployment funding for wildfire pre-
vention methods and technologies. The Department of Energy and 
its 17 National Labs provide enormous technical capabilities. From 
my work as a senior advisor to Lawrence Livermore National Lab, 
I am very aware of the great work that they and the other Bay 
Area labs are doing. Promising research is being conducted on sen-
sor technology, high altitude wind forecasting, high-performance 
computing for fire simulation and prediction. And other National 
Labs, including Idaho National Lab and National Renewable En-
ergy Lab in Colorado, have valuable expertise to contribute and ex-
perience. INL was evacuated last summer when it was threatened 
by a wildfire. 

In conclusion, I would like to thank you for holding this hearing, 
Mr. Chairman. The California wildfires should be a call for action 
regarding the adverse impacts of climate change. And as tragic as 
these events have been, one only needs to look at Australia to see 
the potential for even greater devastation to come. 

Thank you, and I would be pleased to take your questions. 
[The prepared statement of Mr. MacWilliams follows:] 
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